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[The following article by Samuel Blixen is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima,
Peru. It first appeared in the Feb. 25, 2002, edition of Latinamerica Press.]
As he reaches the end of his second year in office, Uruguayan President Jorge Batlle seems unable
to establish a forthright policy on human rights a promise that gained him popular support when he
made it upon taking office in March 2000. The president had pledged to seek a "state of soul" that
would favor peace and reconciliation (see NotiSur, 2000- 03-03).
Presidential directives aimed at revealing the truth about the cases of nearly 200 people who
disappeared between 1973 and 1985 collapsed at the end of the year, when Lt. Gen. Carlos Daners,
chief of the army, said, "The army will not ask forgiveness for anything it did. It also has no more
information to provide; there are no graves of the disappeared." Daners' statements undermined
the Peace Commission established in August 2000 by Batlle to locate the remains of people who had
disappeared and close a 17-year chapter in Uruguay's history.
One commission member, the Rev. Jorge Osorio, made no effort to hide his discontent. "The
conclusions that the Peace Commission is reaching confirm that the disappeared died from
torture in police or military installations," said Osorio. "There is no doubt that there was direct
participation by the army in these deeds. If this were untrue, I think President Batlle would already
have withdrawn his support for the commission or dissolved it."
While Batlle did not dissolve the commission, he also failed to admonish Daners. The participation
of military leaders was key to the president's strategy of inviting the military to provide
confidentially the information needed to locate the remains of the disappeared, under the
agreement that no individuals would be held responsible. After a year and a half of work and
numerous private interviews, the Peace Commission has little to show. It has not located the
remains of any prisoners who disappeared in Uruguay, and it has repatriated the remains of only
four Uruguayans who disappeared in Argentina.
Of more than 180 cases of disappearances, the commission has shed light on 15 and hopes to clear
up another 15. The information it has obtained, however, adds little to what was already known.
Furthermore, its self-imposed limitations prevent it from delving into other data, including the
identity of those responsible. Controversy over the commission's objectives and limitations divided
relatives of the detained-disappeared and nongovernmental human rights organizations.
The differences became more marked when commission spokespersons said that the
disappearances that took place in Uruguay were not part of an extermination campaign, but
were involuntary deaths caused by "excesses" during interrogation. This amounted to denial of
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Uruguayan military participation in Operation Condor, a strategy of coordinated repression among
South American dictatorships in the 1970s and 1980s (see NotiSur, 1998-10-30, 2000-07-07).
Batlle's initial willingness to reach a "state of soul" that would facilitate reconciliation slowly turned
into a proposal for reaching the "possible truth." The need to "forgive" to attain that state of soul
created many conflicts among victims' relatives and those who wanted to know the whole truth as
a way of recovering the collective memory. Refusal to identify those responsible implied a pardon
similar to the blanket amnesty provided by a 1986 law under which the government agreed not to
investigate or punish violations. The agreement to locate the remains of the disappeared, to ease
their families' pain, required that those involved give up any right to sue.
Batlle, meanwhile, kept one card up his sleeve, which many considered insufficient: the right
to intercede directly with the military. He did this in the case of Argentine poet Juan Gelman's
granddaughter, who was born in Uruguay while her mother was a prisoner. The young woman was
located shortly after Batlle took office, after the president requested information directly from the
military (see NotiSur, 2000-05-12).
A similar intervention in the case of Simon Riquelo, a 24-year-old who was abducted in Argentina
when he was just 22 days old, was fruitless, even though at least six officers involved have been
identified. "I couldn't open the doors," Batlle told Riquelo's mother, Sara Mendez. That failure,
along with the lack of results from the Peace Commission's interviews with military officers,
prompted suspicion that all sectors were not participating equally in building the state of soul of
which Batlle had spoken. Amid deception and criticism, Daners' statement implied that the matter
was closed.
The president's silence in the face of the military's apparent rejection of his human rights policy
was interpreted as tacit support for the military's position and the end of a shift that began some
months earlier, when the Foreign Ministry rejected an Argentine judge's request for the extradition
of three military and police officers allegedly involved in multiple crimes committed in Argentina.
The extradition request is part of a court case being handled by Argentine Federal Judge Rodolfo
Canicoba Corral, as part of an investigation into Operation Condor.
Extradition requests were also made for Chilean Gens. Augusto Pinochet and Manuel Contreras,
Uruguayan Gen. Julio Cesar Vadora, Paraguayan Gens. Alfredo Stroessner and Benito Guanes
Serrano, and Bolivian Gen. Hugo Banzer, who recently resigned as president of that country for
health reasons. The government and the National Defense Ministry have also shown similar
passivity recently in the face of other signs of hardening on the part of the military, especially
statements defending state terrorism by one officer whose extradition was sought by the Argentine
judge and the revelation that the Military School taught torture methods to cadets and future
officers.
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